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Abstract Philosophers have observed that metaphysical necessity appears to be a
true or real or genuine form of necessity while epistemic necessity does not. Similarly,
natural necessity appears genuine while deontic necessity does not. But what is it
for a form of necessity to be genuine? I defend an account of genuine necessity in
explanatory terms. The genuine forms of necessity, I argue, are those that provide what
I call necessitarian explanation. I discuss the relationship of necessitarian explanation
to ground.
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1 Introduction

There is a familiar distinction between epistemic andmetaphysical senses of necessity.
In one sense it is not possible that Jones is the burglar, for she is known to have been
abroad at the time of the break-in. Yet in another sense this is possible, for she had the
motive and the means. It is therefore epistemically necessary, but not metaphysically
necessary, that Jones is innocent. A proposition may also be metaphysically necessary
but not epistemically necessary: that water is H2O, for instance, once had this status.

These two forms of necessity differ in a number of ways. But perhaps the most
striking difference is that metaphysical necessity appears to be a true or real or genuine
form of necessity while epistemic necessity does not. Kment (2006, p. 258) captures
this aspect of metaphysical necessity well: ‘If a certain proposition is metaphysically
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impossible,’ hewrites, ‘then this is so because that there is someparticularly formidable
obstacle that prevents the proposition from being true.’ It seems somehow wrong to
say the same of a proposition that is epistemically impossible. But what does this
difference come to? What is it, in other words, for a form of necessity to be genuine?

This difference between epistemic and metaphysical necessity has been observed
by many philosophers. Thus Kripke (1980, p. 142) contrasts epistemic modality with
‘genuine de re modalities’, by which he means to include metaphysical modality. Fine
(2002, p. 255) takesmetaphysical necessity, but not epistemic necessity, to be a genuine
formof necessity. Soames (2011, p. 172) says that ‘beforewe knowmuch aboutwhat is
actual, there are many epistemically possible world-states that appear to be genuinely
possible, and so remain candidates for being metaphysically possible’. Murray and
Wilson (2012, p. 213) contrast ‘merely epistemic’ necessity with ‘properly genuine’
metaphysical necessity. AndWilson (2013, p. 657) takes metaphysical possibilities to
be ‘genuine possibilities’ that ‘really could happen’ in contrast with ‘merely epistemic
possibilities’.1

These philosophers, however, have said little about how to understand the notion
of genuineness. And yet we may suspect that further elucidation should be possible.
After all, metaphysical necessity is not the only genuine form of necessity. There is,
for instance, natural necessity, the necessity attaching to what is required by the laws
of nature. Nor is epistemic necessity the only nongenuine form of necessity. There
is, for instance, deontic necessity, the necessity attaching to what is morally required.
What is this quality of genuineness had by the first pair but not the second?

I will argue that genuineness should be understood in explanatory terms. The gen-
uine forms of necessity are those that provide what I call necessitarian explanation.
Nongenuine forms of necessity, by contrast, do not in general provide such explana-
tion.

Although I will propose an account of what it is, in general, for a form of necessity
to be genuine, I will have much less to say about how to understand the particular
forms of necessity themselves. The notion of metaphysical necessity, for instance, has
been familiar since Kripke, yet there has been no shortage of controversy over how it
is to be understood. I have nothing to add to this discussion and will simply assume
that we have a grasp of the notion. It has sometimes been suggested (e.g. by Rosen
2006) that there might be several notions of metaphysical necessity. Those who hold
this view may take me to be speaking about all such notions.

Whether there are several notions of metaphysical necessity is controversial; not so
for epistemic necessity. A proposition is epistemically necessary in one sense if it is
required by what is known. Thus since Jones is known to have been abroad at the time
of the break-in, it is epistemically necessary that she is innocent. But there are other
notions of epistemic necessity as well. For instance, we may say that a proposition is
epistemically necessary in the sense that it is required by the evidence, or in the sense
that it is a priori. Although in what follows I will focus on epistemic necessity in the

1 Some philosophers have preferred to say that epistemic and metaphysical necessity differ in their reality
(Edgington 2004, p. 2) or objectivity (Williamson 2016) rather than their genuineness.
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sense of what is required by what is known, my account of the difference between
epistemic and metaphysical necessity will apply to the other notions as well.2

2 What genuineness is not

Let us now take up our central question. What is it for a form of necessity to be
genuine?

An immediate suggestion is that a form of necessity is genuine just in case it is logi-
cally sufficient for truth, or is ‘factive’. This suggestion correctly counts metaphysical
necessity as genuine, since every metaphysically necessary proposition is true. But
the suggestion also wrongly counts epistemic necessity as genuine. For since what
is known must be true, so must what is required by what is known. And so every
epistemically necessary proposition is true.

Might we instead understand genuineness as mind-independence? After all, meta-
physical necessity might be thought to be mind-independent in a way that epistemic
necessity is not. Of course, the notion of mind-independence is less than perfectly
clear. But however precisely we understand the notion it is inadequate as an account
of genuineness.

To see this, consider deontic necessity, the necessity attaching to what is morally
required. This is the sense in which it might be thought that one must keep one’s
promises. This form of necessity seems no more genuine than epistemic necessity.
In Kmentian terms, no obstacle prevents promise-breaking, as those of us who have
broken one know all too well. But deontic necessity might well be thought to be mind-
independent in just the way that metaphysical necessity is. For instance, it might be
thought a mind-independent matter that there must be no torture in the world. But even
if this is so, it hardly makes deontic necessity genuine.3

Perhaps it is instead a lack of relativity that makes for genuineness. After all, what is
epistemically necessary is relative in away thatwhat ismetaphysically necessary is not.
Relative to me, perhaps, it is a known proposition that water is H2O, while relative to
Aristotle it is not, and so relative tome this proposition is epistemically necessary,while

2 Many philosophers hold that every a priori proposition is metaphysically necessary. Since metaphysical
necessity is genuine, must these philosophers take epistemic necessity, in the sense of a priority, to be
genuine as well? No. A form of necessity may fail to be genuine even if every proposition with that form of
necessity also possesses a distinct form of necessity that is genuine. The account developed below explains
how such a situation is possible.
3 Might we instead take a form of necessity to be genuine just in case it is both mind-independent and
sufficient for truth? Since deontic necessity is not sufficient for truth, this proposal correctly counts it as
nongenuine. But the proposal mishandles the historical form of necessity (discussed further below). A four-
dimensionalist in the mold of Sider (2001), for instance, might understand the claim that a given proposition
p is historically necessary as nothing more than the claim that p follows, in a certain sense, from the true
propositions about our own time and the times that precede it (cf. Lewis 1986, p. 7). Historical necessity,
on this view, will be both mind-independent and sufficient for truth. Yet the four-dimensionalist sees time
as akin to space and will no more admit a genuine form of necessity connected to times earlier than our
own than she will admit one connected to points of space to her left.
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relative to Aristotle it is not.4 By contrast, one cannot sensibly say that this proposition
is metaphysically necessary relative to one person but not relative to another. In this
sense, metaphysical necessity is not a relative matter. One might therefore take a form
of necessity to be genuine just in case, in this sense, it is nonrelative.

But deontic necessity might well be thought nonrelative in just the way that meta-
physical necessity is. It might be thought, for instance, that one cannot sensibly say
that it is the case relative to me, but not to you, that there must be no torture in the
world. Put another way, it might be thought not to be a relative matter that morality
prohibits torture. Yet that would not make deontic necessity genuine.5

One might think instead to understand genuineness in logical terms. A form of
necessity might be taken to be genuine just in case it admits not only de dicto but
also de re necessities. (Perhaps it is this account that Kripke has in mind when he
speaks of ‘genuine de re modalities’.) The account does seem to correctly classify
metaphysical necessity as genuine, for there are de re as well as de dicto metaphysical
necessities. But it fails to correctly classify epistemic necessity. There are of course de
dicto epistemic necessities: it is known (and so is epistemically necessary) that there
are eight planets. But there are also de re epistemic necessities: it is known of Earth
that it is round, and so we may say of Earth that it is epistemically necessary that it is
round (cf. Chalmers 2011, pp. 87–88). Yet epistemic necessity is not genuine.

Might genuineness instead be amatter of obeying theK axiom ((�A∧� (A → B))

→ �B)? In support of such an account, it might be claimed that it at least correctly
classifies metaphysical and epistemic necessity. After all, the former surely obeys the
axiom. And as for the latter, several philosophers have observed that what is known
might not be closed under modus ponens. That is, A and A → B might be known
without B’s being known, perhaps because the derivation of B has not been carried
out (Hacking 1967; Teller 1972; DeRose 1991).

However, to be epistemically necessary in our sense is not to be known but to be
required by what is known. And one may plausibly take what is required by what is
known to be closed under modus ponens. That is, one may plausibly think that if A
and A → B are required by what is known, then B will also be required by what is
known. Epistemic necessity will then obey the K axiom just as metaphysical necessity
does. Yet this would hardly make it genuine.

Perhaps, then, for an account of genuineness we should look not to logic but to
metaphysics. In the contemporary metaphysical context, a particularly salient thought

4 Epistemic necessity need not be taken to be relative to a person. It might instead be taken to be relative
to something else, such as a group or body of knowledge. See the papers in Egan and Weatherson (2011)
for discussion.
5 Again one might think to accommodate the deontic case by taking a form of necessity to be genuine just
in case it is both nonrelative and sufficient for truth. But one might agree with Quine (1943, p. 121) that
‘among the various possible senses of the vague adverb “necessarily”, we can single out one—the sense of
analytic necessity—according to the following criterion: the result of applying “necessarily” to a statement
is true if, and only if, the original statement is analytic.’ And one might have a purely epistemic conception
of analyticity on which a statement is analytic just in case ‘grasp of its meaning alone suffices for justified
belief in its truth’ (Boghossian 1996, p. 363). Analytic necessity, so understood, is both nonrelative and
sufficient for truth. Yet it is no more genuine than epistemic necessity.
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may be that genuineness is a matter of fundamentality.6 A form of necessity will be
genuine, that is, just in case it is in some sense fundamental.

But in the first place, it seems that deontic necessity might be thought to be fun-
damental in whatever way metaphysical necessity is. Suppose, for example, that
metaphysical necessity is fundamental in the sense that some facts about it are
fundamental—perhaps, for instance, the fact that it is metaphysically necessary that
a given electron is self-identical. One might take deontic necessity to be fundamental
in this sense as well. After all, one might see no way to reduce the moral to the non-
moral, nor to reduce the modal to the nonmodal. One might therefore be led to take as
fundamental some facts about deontic necessity—that one must treat others as ends
in themselves, perhaps. But this would create no obstacle, to put it in Kmentian terms,
for one who refused to treat others in this way. It would not render deontic necessity
genuine.

And in the second place, one might take a genuine form of necessity to be nonfun-
damental as part of a general rejection of all fundamental modality. For example, one
might agree with Sider (Sider 2003, p. 184) that

It is easy to get into a frame of mind according to which modal notions should
not be taken as ‘rock bottom’, ontologically speaking. . . . Whether something is
a certain way seems unproblematic, but that things might be otherwise, or must
be as they are, seems to call out for explanation.

But even if one rejected all fundamental modality, that would not obliterate the
clear contrast between metaphysical and epistemic necessity. There would still be
formidable obstacles that prevent metaphysically impossible propositions from being
true, even if these obstacles are in no way fundamental. No such obstacles hinder
epistemically impossible propositions.

A second metaphysically-oriented suggestion is to understand genuineness as per-
manence. Epistemic necessity is what one might call a temporary form of necessity:
something can sensibly be said to be epistemically necessary at one time but not at
another. After all, something is epistemically necessary just in case it is required by
what is known, and what is known may change. Metaphysical necessity, by contrast,
might be thought to be permanent. And of course there is a long tradition in Western
philosophy according to which what is permanent is somehow more genuine or real
or true.

One might think we can easily generate counterexamples to this account by restric-
tion on genuine forms of necessity. Let us say, for instance, that a proposition is ‘lunarly
necessary’ just in case it is a metaphysically necessary proposition about the moon.
Thus it will be lunarly necessary that there are no round squares on the moon. Since
metaphysical necessity is permanent and all lunar necessities are metaphysical neces-
sities, lunar necessity is also permanent. But surely nothing defined in so arbitrary a
way could be a genuine form of necessity.

This, however, is no counterexample to the claim that a form of necessity is genuine
just in case it is permanent. For lunar ‘necessity’ is not really a form of necessity at

6 Accounts of fundamentality have been developed by Fine (2001), Schaffer (2009), Jenkins (2011), Sider
(2011), Wilson (2014) and Raven (2016).
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all. There is no sense, for example, in which it is necessary that there are no round
squares on the moon but contingent that there are no round squares on Earth.

What the failure of this objection brings out is that no proposed account of what it
is for a form of necessity to be genuine, including the account developed below, will
be subject to counterexample by carefully constructed definitions in the style of lunar
‘necessity’. For such constructions will not be forms of necessity and so will pose no
difficulty for the proposed account.

A better objection to the permanence account arises from the doctrine of the open
future. The open future theorist thinks there is more than one way that events can
unfold. She may hold, for instance, that it is possible both that there will be a sea battle
tomorrow and that there will not be a sea battle tomorrow. The sense of possibility
here is often called ‘historical’. For the open future theorist, this sense of possibility
is a genuine one.7 She will not be satisfied, for instance, with a multiplicity of merely
epistemically possible ways for events to unfold. In A. Wilson’s phrase, she holds that
both the sea battle and its absence really could happen. In this sense, she thinks it is
open whether there will be a sea battle tomorrow.

Corresponding to this genuine form of possibility is a genuine form of necessity. It
is historically necessary, for instance, that Plato is the author of the Republic. For the
open future theorist, this proposition is in a certain sense ‘fixed’. Some obstacle, as it
were, prevents events from unfolding in such a way that it fails to obtain.

But the open future theorist also takes the historical form of necessity to be tem-
porary. Although on her view it is now historically necessary that Plato is the author
of the Republic, it was once open whether he would write the Republic and so it was
once not historically necessary that he is its author. Historical necessity, according to
the doctrine of the open future, is genuine yet temporary.

The doctrine of the open future also poses a difficulty for the counterfactual account
of genuineness developed by Lange (2009, ch. 2).8 On this account, a form of necessity
is genuine just in case the set of propositions with that form of necessity is stable in the
following sense. There must be no supposition p (or nested sequence of suppositions
p, q, r . . .) such that (a) p is logically consistent with the set and (b) for some member
m of the set, had p obtained, m might not have obtained. But let p be the supposition
that Plato was a philosopher. This is logically consistent with the set of historically
necessary propositions—indeed, it is amember of that set. And letm be the historically
necessary proposition that Plato is the author of the Republic. Since the open future
theorist thinks that it was once open whether Plato would write the Republic, she
will think that it was possible for him not to do so—presumably, even well into his
philosophical career. For her, then, even if Plato had (still) been a philosopher, he
might not have been the author of the Republic. In other words, had p obtained, m
might not have obtained. The set of historically necessary propositions thus fails to be

7 Thus Barnes and Cameron (2011, p. 2) take the open future theorist to hold that ‘there are multiple
genuinely possible ways our history could go’.
8 AlthoughLange himself does not think historical necessity is genuine (p. 211), I take it that any reasonable
account of genuineness should at least be compatible with the doctrine of the open future.
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stable and so Lange’s account will classify this form of necessity as nongenuine. Yet
according to the doctrine of the open future it is genuine.9

How then should the notion of genuineness be understood? What, in a word, is the
difference between epistemic and metaphysical necessity?

I would like to suggest that we were too quick in dismissing the thought that a
genuine formof necessity is one that is sufficient for truth. Of course, some nongenuine
forms of necessity, such as epistemic necessity, are logically sufficient for truth. But
this shows only that the notion of sufficiency cannot be a purely logical one. It leaves
open the possibility of some richer notion of sufficiency in terms of which genuineness
might be understood. I believe the required notion of sufficiency is an explanatory one.
But what is this explanatory notion of sufficiency?

3 Necessitarian explanation

Philosophers have observed that some necessary propositions admit of a distinctive
form of explanation. Lange (2009, p. 6) offers a nice example:

That it is impossible to divide 23 evenly by 3 explains why no one has ever
succeeded in figuring out a way to do so, no matter how much mathematics
she knows—and why every time someone tries to divide 23 objects evenly into
thirds, she fails. None of these efforts could have succeeded. They all fail because
they must; their failure was inevitable.

Put another way, there are no trisections of 23 objects because there cannot be. Such
events are impossible.

The explanandum of an explanation of this form need not be a generalization. Why
did Anaxagoras fail in his attempt to square the circle? Because it is not possible
that he should have succeeded. Nor need the explanandum involve an agent. Why are
there no gold atoms with one hundred protons? Because it is not possible that any
gold atom should have one hundred protons. Nor, finally, need the explanandum be a
‘negative’ fact. Why is the property being a property instantiated? Because it must be,
if only through instantiating itself. Let us call explanations of this form necessitarian
explanations.

In each of these cases of necessitarian explanation it is clear what the explanan-
dum is. But what is the explanans? When we give a necessitarian explanation of the
proposition that A, do we appeal to the necessity of A or do we rather appeal to the
impossibility of¬A? Although nothing will turn on our answer, I will assume for sim-
plicity that we always appeal to the necessity of A. For ease of expression, however,
I will sometimes use ‘it is impossible that ¬A’ and similar phrases to mean that it is
necessary that A.

We need not take a proposition’s having a necessitarian explanation to prevent it
from also having some other form of explanation. To see this, consider, on the one

9 Kment (2014) develops an account of genuine (or in his terms, ‘ontic’) necessity that requires genuine
forms of necessity to be stable in something very much like Lange’s sense (p. 24; see also Kment 2015, p.
524). The doctrine of the open future poses a difficulty for Kment’s account as well.
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hand, the proposition that there are no trisections of 23 objects and, on the other hand,
the proposition that it is true that there are no trisections of 23 objects. If the former
admits of necessitarian explanation, then surely the latter does as well. But one might
think we can also explain the latter in a different way, since one might think that for
any A we can explain why it is true that A by simply saying that A. We need not deny
the existence of this other explanation.

Nor should we deny the possibility of elaborating or ‘filling in’ a necessitarian
explanation to obtain amore detailed explanation. Thuswemight fill in our explanation
of why no one has ever divided 23 objects evenly into thirds by supplying more
information about the impossibility of doing so. We might say, for instance, that any
such division would involve placing the same natural number of objects into each of
three partitions and that there is no natural number n such that 3n = 23. Nothing
prevents us from giving this more detailed sort of explanation. I claim only that there
is a sense in which we may explain why no one has ever divided 23 objects evenly
into thirds simply by saying that it is impossible that anyone should have done so.

Nor, finally, should we deny the possibility of ‘pruning’ a necessitarian explanation
to rid it of irrelevant aspects. Why has no one ever trisected 23 objects inMexico City?
We may give a necessitarian explanation by saying that it is impossible that anyone
should have trisected 23 objects in Mexico City. But the mention of Mexico City
seems irrelevant and so we may wish to give a pruned explanation simply by saying
that it is impossible that anyone should have trisected 23 objects. I do not deny that
this provides an explanation. I insist only that there is a sense in which an explanation
is also provided by our first answer. It may be in some respect a worse explanation; it
is an explanation nonetheless.

This, at any rate, is my position and I believe there is good reason to adopt it.
However, it is possible to take a more deflationary view of the cases discussed above.
Suppose we ask why it is the case that A, and suppose we answer by saying that it
is necessary that A. One might take this not as an explanation of A but rather as an
indication that our question is somehow illegitimate or is otherwise appropriately left
unanswered. A version of the account of genuineness that I will propose is available
even to this sort of deflationist, provided she reinterprets my talk of necessitarian
explanation as talk of the special way in which the necessity of a proposition can
give us license to leave unanswered the question of why that proposition obtains. I,
however, see no reason to doubt the legitimacy of such questions or the answers we
are inclined to give and so I will discuss deflationism no further.10

I have discussed some particular cases of necessitarian explanation, but the phe-
nomenon seems to be a general one. Indeed, one feels some sympathy for van
Inwagen’s (1996, p. 95) claim that

If showing that it is impossible for a certain state of affairs to obtain doesn’t
count as answering the question why that state of affairs does not obtain, I don’t
know what would count.

10 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for calling my attention to the deflationary view.
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We may suspect, then, that any necessary proposition will admit of necessitarian
explanation.

However, this general claim must be qualified. Consider the proposition that China
is the most populous country. Since this proposition is known, it is epistemically
necessary. Yet the proposition is in no way explained by its being necessary. After all,
it is no part of why China is the most populous country that this is required by what
is known. And so not every necessary proposition has a necessitarian explanation.

But some forms of necessity do seem to be such that every proposition that has that
form of necessity does have a necessitarian explanation. Consider metaphysical neces-
sity. All of the examples of necessitarian explanation given above are explanations of
metaphysically necessary propositions, and indeed it seems that any metaphysically
necessary proposition will admit of such explanation.

In fact, we can say something stronger. Given a metaphysically necessary proposi-
tion, we appear to be able to give what we might call a ‘metaphysical-necessitarian’
explanation of that proposition. For example, it is metaphysically necessary that no
one has ever divided 23 objects evenly into thirds, and we may explain why no one
has ever done this by saying that it is metaphysically impossible that anyone should
have done so. Or again, we may explain why there are no gold atoms with one hundred
protons by saying that it is metaphysically impossible that any gold atom should have
one hundred protons. Again, we may explain why the property being a property is
instantiated by saying that this is metaphysically necessary. It appears, then, that every
metaphysically necessary proposition admits of such explanation.

We therefore distinguish the generic notion of necessitarian explanation from this
more specific notion of metaphysical-necessitarian explanation. I will argue in §3 that
metaphysical-necessitarian explanation is not the only specific notion of necessitarian
explanation. But I must leave aside the interesting issue of the relationship between
the generic and specific notions. Are the specific notions indeed properly understood
as species of the generic notion? Or is the generic notion instead something like a
disjunction of the specific notions? Or do they have some other relationship? Such
questions will have to await another time.

Let us say that a form of necessity Φ is explanatory just in case every Φ-necessary
proposition has a Φ-necessitarian explanation. Metaphysical necessity is then an
explanatory form of necessity. Epistemic necessity, by contrast, is a nonexplanatory
form of necessity, since the proposition that China is the most populous country, at
least, cannot be explained by saying that it is epistemically necessary. (I leave aside
the question whether some epistemically necessary propositions can be explained in
this way.)

One naturally seeks to understand metaphysical-necessitarian explanation in terms
of some more familiar form of explanation. And in the contemporary metaphysical
context a salient thought is likely to be that it is a form of grounding explanation. In a
grounding explanation, we explain something by saying what grounds it.11 Thus we
may give a grounding explanation of the proposition that Europe was at war in 1940 by
citing the variousmilitary actions its citizens were engaged in. Or again, wemay give a

11 For discussion of ground see Fine (2001), Schaffer (2009) and Rosen (2010), among others. I take no
position on what Raven (2015) calls the unionist/separatist debate.
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grounding explanation of the proposition that a given barn is red by appeal to its being
crimson. Again, we may give a grounding explanation of a disjunctive proposition by
appeal to one of its true disjuncts. Onemight propose that ametaphysical-necessitarian
explanation is just a grounding explanation of a certain sort, one whose explanandum
is of the form ‘A’ and whose explanans is of the form ‘it is metaphysically necessary
that A’.

I would like to suggest that we have reason to reject this grounding proposal. (I will
present only a brief defense of this suggestion here as I develop a very similar argument
at greater length in Glazier (2017)). In the first place, there seems no real reason to
accept the proposal. It is hardly clear, for instance, that the proposition that there
are no trisections of 23 objects is grounded in the proposition that it is metaphysically
necessary that there are no such trisections, although this is what the proposal requires.

There are also considerations which tell positively against the proposal. One such
consideration is that the proposal is inconsistentwith a natural condition on the grounds
of disjunctive propositions. To see this, consider a disjunctive proposition A∨ B. What
are the conditions under which an arbitrary proposition will ground this disjunction?
Of course it is generally agreed that a disjunctive proposition like A∨ B is grounded in
its true disjuncts, but this does notmean that the proposition cannot also be grounded in
some other way. Indeed, since ground is transitive12 the grounds of the true disjuncts
will also ground the disjunction and yet these grounds may not themselves be true
disjuncts of A ∨ B. What then can be said in general about when a proposition will
ground A ∨ B?

Although A ∨ B can be grounded in propositions other than its true disjuncts, one
still has the sense that these grounds, whatever they are, must be somehow connected
to the true disjuncts. A natural thought is that the grounding of the disjunction should
‘proceed by way of’ or be ‘mediated through’ its true disjuncts. In Fine’s (2012, p. 63)
phrase, the true disjuncts are the conduit through which truth to the disjunction should
flow. We may capture this thought by saying that an arbitrary proposition can ground
a disjunction only if either it is itself a true disjunct or it grounds a true disjunct.13

The proposal that metaphysical-necessitarian explanation is a form of grounding
explanation is inconsistent with this condition on the grounds of disjunctive proposi-
tions. To see this, let p be the proposition that it is raining. However fickle the weather,
it is always the case that either p is true or p is false. Why? Why is it that either p is
true or p is false? Because it is metaphysically impossible for it to fail to be one of the
two. That p is true or false, then, admits of metaphysical-necessitarian explanation. If
the grounding proposal is correct, the proposition that p is true or false must therefore
be grounded in the proposition that it is metaphysically necessary that p is true or
false.

Yet the proposition that it is metaphysically necessary that p is true or false is
not a true disjunct of the proposition that p is true or false. And nor does it ground
a true disjunct. After all, whichever disjunct is the true one—whether p is true or

12 Pace Schaffer (2012).
13 Fine (2012) argues that this condition is too strong.His logic of ground contains a disjunction elimination
rule that supports only a weaker condition on the grounds of disjunctions. Our argument can be modified
to accommodate Fine’s view.
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p is false—that disjunct is metaphysically contingent. But since propositions meta-
physically necessitate what they ground,14 no metaphysically necessary proposition
can ground anything metaphysically contingent. And since metaphysical necessity
is standardly assumed to obey the 4 axiom (�A → ��A), the proposition that it is
metaphysically necessary that p is true or false will itself be metaphysically necessary.
The proposition that it is metaphysically necessary that p is true or false, then, cannot
ground a true disjunct of the proposition that p is true or false. And so the ground-
ing proposal is inconsistent with our natural condition on the grounds of disjunctive
propositions.

Moreover, it appears that one might coherently admit a host of metaphysical-
necessitarian explanations while denying even the intelligibility of ground and
grounding explanation. Grounding explanation, after all, may be thought of as expla-
nation from ‘below’: we explain one thing by appeal to another, more metaphysically
basic thing. And one might deny the intelligibility of such explanation out of a con-
viction that there is simply no sense to be made of such metaphysical belowness or
basicness or priority or fundamentality. But metaphysical-necessitarian explanation
does not seem to presuppose any such ‘hierarchical’ notion. One need not think of the
world as hierarchical, for example, in order to agree that there are no trisections of 23
objects because there cannot be. Thus even one who was utterly skeptical of ground
in this way might be willing to countenance metaphysical-necessitarian explanation.
But if the grounding proposal were correct such a position would be incoherent.

For these reasons, this proposal should be rejected. We cannot understand
metaphysical-necessitarian explanation in terms of the familiar notion of ground-
ing explanation in this way. I must leave for another time the interesting question
whether it can be understood in terms of some less familiar form of explanation, such
as essentialist explanation (Glazier 2017).

In the remainder of this section I would like to address a potential objection to my
claim that metaphysical necessity is an explanatory form of necessity. The objection
is that the claim leads to circular explanation. To see why one might think this, let it be
metaphysically necessary that A (in symbols:�A). Given the 4 axiom, if metaphysical
necessity is explanatory then �A will admit of explanation in terms of ��A. But one
might take the view that an iteratedmodal propositionwill always admit of explanation
in terms of a noniterated modal proposition, and in particular that ��A will admit
of explanation in terms of �A. We therefore appear to have one proposition (�A)

explaining another proposition (��A) which itself explains the first.
Of course, it is hardly clear that the objector is correct to take ��A to be explained

by �A. But even if she is, there seems no reason to think the pattern of explanation
here would be objectionably circular. After all, such patterns can appear elsewhere
without issue. Consider propositions about what is intrinsically good for someone or
what makes someone’s life go well. Suppose, for instance, that wisdom is better for
Smith than wealth. Let us suppose that a preference satisfaction account of well-being
is correct, so that this proposition admits of grounding explanation in terms of the
proposition that Smith prefers wisdom to wealth. But suppose further that when we

14 Pace Leuenberger (2014) and Skiles (2015).

123



Synthese

ask Smith why she prefers wisdom to wealth, she answers that wisdom is better for
her than wealth. Whatever objections this answer may face, it is Smith’s reason for her
preference. There is thus a familiar sense in which we may explain why Smith prefers
wisdom to wealth by citing her reason: wisdom is better for her than wealth. Here we
have one proposition explaining another proposition, which itself explains the first,
and yet there is nothing objectionably circular about this pattern of explanation.

The objector may insist that her case is different, since there the two explanations
are of the same kind. But there is little reason to accept this response. For what would
this kind be? Certainly not necessitarian explanation. After all, though the explanation
of �A in terms of ��A is necessitarian, the explanation of ��A in terms of �A
cannot be, since it is not of the right form. Indeed, if the latter is an explanation at
all it is presumably a grounding explanation. But the former, I have argued, is not a
grounding explanation. And I do not know how the two explanations might otherwise
be seen to be members of a single kind.

In any event, for our purposes little is lost if we adopt a weaker conception of what
is required for a form of necessity Φ to be explanatory. Rather than require every Φ-
necessary proposition to have a Φ-necessitarian explanation in order for Φ-necessity
to be explanatory,wemight require only that every nonmodal Φ-necessary proposition
has such an explanation. Clearly, the claim that metaphysical necessity is explanatory
in this weaker sense is not subject to the objection. My own view, however, is that
there is good reason to maintain that it is explanatory even in the stronger sense.

4 Genuine necessity as explanatory necessity

For a form of necessity to be genuine, I propose, is just for it to be explanatory.
Thus when a proposition has a genuine form of necessity Φ, that provides a Φ-
necessitarian explanation of why the proposition obtains. In this sense, the genuine
forms of necessity are those that are explanatorily sufficient for truth. They alone,
we might say, impose constraints on the world that require certain propositions to be
true.15 Kment is therefore correct that a particularly formidable obstacle prevents a
genuinely impossible proposition p from being true. The obstacle is simply this: the
genuine necessity of ¬p constrains the world to be such that p is false.

I argued in §3 that metaphysical necessity is explanatory while epistemic necessity
is not. The explanatory account therefore correctly classifies the former as genuine
and the latter as nongenuine.16 Of course, if the account is to be adequate it must
correctly classify not just these two forms of necessity but all such forms. I cannot
here undertake an exhaustive survey but I will briefly consider three further forms.

Deontic necessity, in the sense of what is morally required, is not a genuine form of
necessity. And nor is it explanatory. After all, deontic necessity is not even logically

15 Related notions of explanatory constraint have recently been discussed by Lange (2016) and (in unpub-
lished work) by Michael Bertrand.
16 The explanatory account also correctly classifies as nongenuine the epistemic conception of analytic
necessity mentioned in n. 5. It is no part of why bachelors are unmarried, after all, that some epistemic
condition holds. This form of necessity (if indeed it is a form of necessity) is nonexplanatory and thus
nongenuine.
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sufficient for truth. For it is, we may suppose, deontically necessary that there is no
torture in the world, and yet there is torture. This form of necessity is a fortiori not
explanatorily sufficient for truth either: some deontically necessary propositions are
false and so cannot be explained by saying that they are deontically necessary.

What of natural necessity, the necessity attaching to what is required by the laws
of nature? This is the sense in which, for example, the energy of an isolated system
must remain constant. Like metaphysical necessity, and unlike epistemic and deontic
necessity, this form of necessity seems genuine. In Kmentian terms, there seems to
be some obstacle that prevents the energy of an isolated system from increasing or
decreasing. And natural necessity also seems explanatory. Why, for example, has
no one ever built a perpetual motion machine? Because it is naturally impossible that
anyone should have done so. Or again, as van Fraassen (1989, p. 28; quoted in Schaffer
2016) observes, ‘Wood burns when heated, because wood must burn when heated.’

But is it really the case that every naturally necessary proposition admits of natural-
necessitarian explanation?17 What about a naturally necessary proposition that is also
metaphysically necessary, such as that there are no trisections of 23 objects? One
might object that we cannot explain why there are no such trisections by saying that
they are naturally (as opposed to metaphysically) impossible.

But how can this objection be sustained? Consider any Xs whatsoever that are
naturally impossible. To say that Xs are naturally impossible is to say that nature itself
(or its laws) forbids the existence of Xs. And why would it not be a perfectly good
explanation of why there are no Xs to say that nature itself forbids them?

The only answer the objector can give, it seems to me, is that nature does not,
properly speaking, forbid trisections of 23 objects. What nature forbids, she might
say, are things like the construction of a perpetual motion machine, or wood that fails
to burn when heated. And in support of this claim she might say that the prohibition
on such things has its source, in a certain sense, in the natural order. The prohibition
on trisecting 23 objects, by contrast, has its source not in nature but in mathematics.

Although the objector’s answer is vague, its vagueness does not matter. For once
this answer is given it is clear how the objection may be met. The objector admits
a distinction between those propositions that have their source in the natural order
and those that do not. In the former category we find the proposition that there are no
perpetualmotionmachines; in the latter, that there are no trisections of 23 objects. From
the objector’s perspective, I think, propositions in the latter category are not properly
taken to be naturally necessary. She should therefore restrict the domain of natural
necessity to those propositions that have their source in the natural order.18 But once
the objector understands natural necessity in this restrictedway her objection vanishes.
For on her view it will be only metaphysically necessary, not naturally necessary, that
there are no trisections of 23 objects. And so by her own lights there will be no bar to
taking natural necessity to be explanatory.

17 I am grateful to Jennifer Wang for discussion on this point.
18 Cf. Fine (2002, p. 279): ‘I conclude that there are three distinct sources of necessity—the identity of
things, the natural order, and the normative order—and that each gives rise to its own peculiar form of
necessity.’
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As in the case of metaphysical-necessitarian explanation, many will seek to
understand natural-necessitarian explanation in terms of some more familiar explana-
tory notion. In the metaphysical case, the salient notion is grounding explanation.
In the natural case, it is causal explanation. But just as we cannot understand
metaphysical-necessitarian explanation as a form of grounding explanation, neither
can we understand natural-necessitarian explanation as a form of causal explanation,
at least if causal explanation is understood to require that the explanans cause the
explanandum.19 For it might be thought that there are uncaused propositions which
nevertheless have natural-necessitarian explanations. Suppose, for instance, that it is
naturally necessary that all electrons have spin 1/2. It will then be a naturally necessary
proposition that at the moment of the Big Bang all electrons had spin 1/2, and so this
proposition will admit of natural-necessitarian explanation. Yet the proposition might
also be thought to be uncaused, on the grounds that there is no preceding event that
could have caused it (or the event to which it corresponds).

The claim that this proposition is uncaused might be challenged. But we need not
insist on the truth of this claim. We need only insist that any reasonable account of
natural-necessitarian explanation should at least be consistent with it. After all, it is a
substantive cosmological question whether any event preceded our proposition, and
it is a substantive metaphysical question whether a proposition can have a cause even
if no event precedes it.20 It is thus a substantive question whether our proposition is
uncaused, and so the claim that it is should not be ruled out merely by our account
of what natural-necessitarian explanation is. We therefore should not understand such
explanation as a form of a causal explanation.

Let us finally, and very briefly, consider historical necessity. This form of necessity
is lesswell understood than the previous forms—among other things, it is controversial
whether it is genuine—and so it is hard to show definitively that it does not pose a
difficulty for the explanatory account. But I think a plausible case can be made that
it does not. On the one hand, if one takes historical necessity to be nongenuine, then
it will be natural to understand the claim that a given proposition p is historically
necessary as nothing more than the claim that p follows, in a certain sense, from the
true propositions about the past and present. And historical necessity so understood
does not seem explanatory. For suppose p is a true proposition about the past. Then
p’s historical necessity will amount to nomore than its following from the truths about
the past and present, one of which is p itself. And how could this explain why p is
true? If, on the other hand, historical necessity is genuine, then to say that a proposition
is historically necessary is to say that there is no genuinely possible way for events
to unfold such that it fails to obtain. Understood this way, historical necessity seems
explanatory. Imagine, for instance, that Booth comes to regret killing Lincoln. Racked
with guilt, he would give anything to undo his crime. Yet try as he might he is (still)
Lincoln’s assassin. Why? Because there is no way events can unfold such that he
fails to be Lincoln’s assassin. His being Lincoln’s assassin, that is, is ‘fixed’. And in

19 I will not here address the proposal that natural-necessitarian explanation is a form of causal explanation
understood in some other way, as, for instance, in Skow (2014).
20 Cf. Bernstein (2016, p. 24): ‘It is a substantive metaphysical question whether causes always precede
their effects.’
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general, if historical necessity is genuine then it seems that any historically necessary
proposition will admit of such historical-necessitarian explanation. The explanatory
account appears defensible, then, whether or not this form of necessity is genuine.

But even if the account’s classifications are allowed to stand—even if we take
the account to be extensionally adequate—there remains the question of whether it is
correct as an account ofwhat genuineness is.Andonemight here object that the account
makes genuineness depend implausibly on our practices. How could the genuineness
of a form of necessity consist in our being willing to give certain explanations? Surely
the reverse is much more plausible: it is because metaphysical necessity is genuine,
for instance, that we are willing to explain why there are no trisections of 23 objects
by saying that such trisections are metaphysically impossible.

But the explanatory account, properly understood, need not render genuineness
dependent on our practices. For we may appeal to the familiar distinction between
the ‘ontological’ and ‘communicative’ senses of explanation (Strevens 2008, pp. 6–
7). In the ontological sense, an explanation is a set of facts about the world. In the
communicative sense, by contrast, an explanation is a certain kind of communicative
act: an attempt to convey some of these explanatory facts. We should agree that it is
because metaphysical necessity is genuine that certain communicative explanations
are apt. But it is quite consonantwith this to take its genuineness to consist in its figuring
in certain ontological explanations. And the latter need not be taken to involve our
practices in any way.

But is there not some deeper feature of the genuine forms of necessity, apart from
anything having to do with explanation, that is responsible for their figuring in these
explanations in the first place? And is this deeper feature not what genuineness itself
properly consists in? The first question, important though it is, I must leave for another
time. If the view defended above is right, however, the answer to the second is ‘no’
regardless. To be genuine, I have argued, is nothing more than to impose constraints
on the world which have real explanatory power—that is, to provide necessitarian
explanation.
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